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Children and Youth at Risk
Social Work 450
Fall 2008
3 credits
Tuesday 3:10-6
LA 105

Charlie Wellenstein
JRH # 10
243-6153
charles.wellenstein@umonatna.edu
Office Hours: M 3-4
or by appointment

Course Description
This course focuses on the aspects of society that pose a threat to today’s youth and the
ramifications of those threats on youth development and behavior. The course also
covers aspects of resilience and protective factors for youth at risk, and strategies to work
with those youth. Special attention is given to the related systems and services in
Missoula and Montana including juvenile justice, mental health, child protection,
substance abuse, and education.
Learning Objectives
1. Understand the definition, history, and etiology of at risk youth.
2. Identify resilience and protective factors for at risk youth.
3. Demonstrate knowledge of the strengths perspective when working with at-risk
youth.
4. Examine the effects of past and current public policies.
5. Understand the social context of at risk youth including the influences of family,
culture and ethnicity, and peers as well as the educational, legal and mental health
systems.
6. Identify and incorporate community resources in Missoula and Montana
that are available for at-risk youth.
7. Understand a systematic approach to working with at-risk youth.
8. Examine issues that effect youth world-wide including war, poverty, and child
slavery and trafficking.
Required Readings
Alexie, S. (2007). The absolutley true diary of a part-time Indian. New York:
Little, Brown, and Company.
Beah, I (2007). A long way gone: memoirs of a boy soldier. New York: Farr, Struass, and
Giroux.
Butterfield, F. (1995). All of God’s children. New York: Avon.
Toth, J. (1998). Orphans of the living. New York: Touchstone.
Course handouts.

The readings will be discussed during Tuesday’s class. Students are expected to have
completed the assigned reading and be prepared for discussion. Students will be broken
up into groups and discuss the readings then report back to the rest of the class. Also,
each group will hand in the highlights or important points of their discussion.
Grading
Paper 1
Paper 2
Paper 3
Portfolio Presentation
Class Participation
Total

Points
125
125
150
50
50
500

Total Points
470-500
450-469
435-449
415-434
400-414
385-399
365-384
350-364
335-349
315-334
0-300

Grade
A
AB+
B
BC+
C
CD+
DF

Students taking this class for graduate credit need to consult with me on an advanced
project.
Assignments
The Youth at Risk Portfolio: Course assignments for the semester will be based
around building a portfolio on an aspect of at risk youth that captures your interests (e.g.
juvenile justice, mental health treatment, medicating youth, runaways, youth sexuality,
group homes, education, special education, cultural biases, child trafficking, etc). You
will want to discuss your subject with me to insure the feasibility of your portfolio. Also,
please use references liberally to back up your writing. The expectation is to have at least
six professional references in each paper. The assignment will be discussed in detail in
class, but here are the requirements your portfolio should include:
1. A 5-6 page paper critiquing a policy that is specific to your chosen topic.
Why is this policy in place? Is this policy effective? Are there changes
in the policy that need to be made? Due September 23.

2. A 5-6-page paper that addresses how race, gender, ethnicity, and class
play a role in your topic. Due October 28.
3. A 6-8-page paper on your vision of what needs to be addressed and
carried out with at-risk youth in regards to your chosen topic. If you
were assigned to head an agency that works with at-risk youth, what
would your agency look like? You should interview at least one
professional in the field. What is the evidence that your intervention(s)
are effective? What theories guide the treatment? Due December 2.
Your portfolio will be presented during the last three weeks of class. This will
include a 2-page outline highlighting your portfolio and five references that are
pertinent to your topic. The outline and references are due on the day you present
your portfolio.
Each assignment will be graded separately when they are due. The grade you will
receive will be your grade for completing this section of work.
All assignments should be typed, double-spaced and use APA style format. Late
assignments will be accepted, but there will be a reduction in grading equivalent to onehalf grade per day late.
The following criteria are used for grading:
Correct grammar, spelling, and punctuation
Indication of thoughtfulness and critical reflection
Good balance between thoroughness and expressing ideas concisely
Well organized and clarity of thought
Move beyond reporting surface content to critical analysis and original ideas
Integration of readings and course learnings, and research
Classroom Participation
Course sessions include general discussion, case analysis, and practical exercises.
Effective work in this course depends on your readiness to share experiences, receive
feedback and provide support to others. Active and continuing participation in
discussions and exercises is critical. It is essential that you attend and prepare for all
class meetings and participate in all course exercises. Students who have more than one
absence will be dropped one whole grade.
Disability Accommodations
Accommodations should be made with disability services. Students are also welcome to
discuss accommodations with me.
Weekly Course Topics

8/26

Course Introduction
History of Youth at Risk

9/2

Risk and Resilience
Youth Development Model
Reading: All of God’s Children, Part I

9/9

Strengths Perspective
Parenting and Supervision
Video: The Children of Rockdale County
Reading: All of God’s Children, Parts II and III

9/16

Parenting/Education
Video: The Lost Children of Rockdale County
Reading: All of God’s Children, Part IV

9/23

Peer Influence/ Bullying
Mike Fredrickson, Education Specialist, University of Montana
Reading: Orphans of the Living, Parts I and II

9/30

Services to At-Risk Children-Mental Health
Maureen O’ Malley, Missoula Public Schools
Orphans of the Living, Parts III and IV

10/7

Delinquency and Youth Violence
Brett Gordon and Tom Pinnsenault, Montana Department of Corrections

10/14 Substance Abuse
Jori Frackie, Missoula Forum for Youth
10/21 Poverty and Risk
Reading: Absolutely true diary, Entire Book
10/28 Services to At-Risk Children
Craig Krueger, Attention Home Shelter Care
Reading: A long way gone, Chapters 1-10
11/4

No Class

11/11 No Class
11/18 International Youth at- Risk
Reading: A long way gone, Chapters 11-20
Video: Promises

11/25 Class Presentations
12/2

Class Presentations

12/9

Class Presentations
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